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RÉSUMÉ
Le présent article examine l’idiomaticité de la langue espagnole utilisée dans le doublage. 
Il montre qu’il est préférable d’analyser la langue de doublage en la comparant au regis-
tre qu’elle imite, du moment que ses caractéristiques particulières sont prises en compte. 
L’étude est divisée en deux parties. La première donne une description des caractéristi-
ques qui rendent le dialogue doublé différent du dialogue réel. Cette description est axée 
sur les traits spécifiques du texte de départ. La seconde est une analyse comparée du 
dialogue doublé et du dialogue réel. Dans cette partie, un corpus de conversations spon-
tanées sert de point de référence pour un dialogue considéré comme naturel. Les princi-
pales stratégies utilisées dans la conversation courante déterminent les unités linguistiques 
à analyser : les marqueurs de degré et autres marqueurs du discours. Les caractéristiques 
de non-idiomaticité identifiées sont l’utilisation d’anglicismes, particulièrement sur le 
plan pragmatique, et un changement de ton, susceptible de causer une variation dans la 
relation entre les participants dans le texte résultant du doublage. Enfin, la notion de 
« suspension d’incrédulité linguistique » est proposée comme explication possible de la 
perpétuation du manque de naturel dans la langue utilisée pour le doublage.
ABSTRACT
The present article examines the Spanish dubbing language from the point of view of its 
naturalness. The premise is that dubbing language is best analyzed by comparing it to 
the register it imitates, as long as its peculiar features are taken into consideration. This 
study is divided into two parts: firstly, a description of the features that make dubbing 
dialogue different from real dialogue, focusing on those arising from the source text; 
secondly, a comparative analysis of dubbed and real dialogue. In the latter, a corpus of 
spontaneous conversations will be used as a yardstick for natural dialogue and the main 
strategies used in colloquial conversation will provide the linguistic units to be analyzed: 
intensifiers and discourse markers. The main unidiomatic features detected are the use 
of anglicisms, especially at the pragmatic level, and a certain shift in tone that may cause 
a variation in the relation among the participants in the dubbed text. Finally, the notion 
of suspension of linguistic disbelief is put forward as a possible explanation for the per-
petuation of unnatural features in dubbing language. 
MOTS-CLÉS/KEYWORDS
discourse markers, dubbese, intensifiers, naturalness, Spanish dubbing language, sus-
pension of linguistic disbelief
1. Introduction
In  his  reflection  on  new  potential  avenues  of  research  in  audiovisual  translation 
(AVT),  the  Spanish  scholar  Jose María  Bravo  (2005)  complains  about  the  lack  of 
studies on the language used in translated films, especially in films and other audio-
visual  texts dubbed from English  into Spanish. According  to Bravo,  there  is great 
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potential in the study of dubbed dialogues, especially because of their contradictory 
nature – they are meant to sound natural and spontaneous and yet have been written 




Indeed,  other  than  the  odd  description  of  dubbing  language  as  “deflated,” 
“stilted”  or  “unnatural”  (Whitman-Linsen  1991:120,  274),  only  a  few  authors  like 
Herbst (1994) in German and Chiaro (2005) and Pavesi et al. (2006) in Italian have 
actually dealt with the “register of dubbing” (Marzà et al. 2006), sometimes referred 





















realism  is  proved by  the  fact  that  fictional  dialogue  is  often  found  to mirror  real 
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main strategies used in colloquial conversation will provide the linguistic units to 
be analyzed – intensifiers and discourse markers. 
2. Pinning down a vague concept
Choosing the concept of naturalness as a starting point to study the so-called dub-














ditionally  taken  a  back  seat  in  scholarly  research  to  the  analysis  of  the  different 
constraints (mainly synchrony) of this type of translation. In any case, one of the 











Warren  (2004)  rightly  considers  this  view  to be  too broad  to  account  for  the 
features of idiomaticity. Definitions of this type focus on what is grammatically pos-









greatly  from  what  is  natural  in  another. Therefore,  naturalness/idiomaticity  is 
described  in  this  article  as  nativelike selection of expression in a given context. 
Admittedly, this definition is still indeterminate and far from being specific enough 
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to be used objectively. However, the last addition referring to a given context paves 
the way to a more empirical approach, as will be shown below. 
3. Corpora and methodology
The relevance of the notion of frequency in this article highlights the importance of 
the different corpora under study:

















As  far  as  the  last  question  is  concerned,  it  goes without  saying  that  fictional 
dialogue differs from spontaneous dialogue, and so does its idiomaticity/naturalness 









ing on  those  factors  in  the  ST  that may have  an  effect  on  the  idiomaticity  of  the 
dubbed  text and  that determine what  is possible  in a given situation. Taking  into 
account these factors, attention will subsequently be drawn to a comparison between 
the  dubbed  text  and  the  primary  speech  genre  of  daily  conversation,  which  will 
determine what is conventional, idiomatic in a given situation.


































and  its  idiomaticity. Other  general  features  of  fictional  dialogue  to  be  taken  into 
account from this point of view are its polyfunctionality (Pfister 2001), that is, the 




Every  linguistic unit  fulfills  a  function  for  the overall  communicative  goal of  the 
dramatic dialogue.” Finally, also important is the overriding comic purpose of the 
ST, especially considering that 80% of the scenes end up on punch line or a comic 
climax stressed by  the sound of canned  laughter. All  these  factors determine  to a 
great  extent what  can and cannot be  said,  leaving  little  room  for manoeuvre  and 
constraining the dialogue in a sort of straightjacket. And yet the conversations are 
supposed  to  sound  idiomatic  and  spontaneous  (Berger  1990).  Bearing  those  two 
essential aspects in mind, fictional dialogue could thus be defined as straightjacketed 
dialogue that is intended to sound natural.
A brief account of the elaboration process of an episode will suffice to demon-
strate to what extent the dialogue is determined by this straightjacket. First of all, 
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the room to go and get something in his flat. They all comment on how bad it is except for 
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remarks  based  on  their  conditions  as  Ross’  sister  and  ex-girlfriend  respectively. 




4.2. A proposal for new definitions of fictional dialogue 
Having shown both the plan (table 1) and the dialogue introduced (table 2), as well 
as  the  extent  to  which  the  former  determines  the  latter,  it  becomes  clearer  that 
Gregory and Carroll’s definition (“written to be spoken as if not written” [1978:42]) 
does not quite do full justice to the complexity of fictional dialogue. It starts from 
the  tip  of  the  iceberg  (written),  thus  disregarding  the  iceberg  itself  (the  planning 
phase), without which the tip cannot be fully understood. Apart from the first defi-
nition of sitcom dialogue proposed in this article (straightjacketed dialogue that is 
intended to sound natural), fictional dialogue  is  therefore regarded here,  from the 
point of view of its mode, as a type of dialogue that is planned to be written and to 
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prefabricated orality and its naturalness is its condition as a plot­driven object passed 















or straightjacketed dialogue that intends to sound natural, it follows that the agenda 
is the main obstacle for it to sound natural. A clear example of unidiomatic dialogue 
is then that which shows its agenda. When that happens, when whole iceberg (the 























4.3. The TT 
As mentioned at  the beginning,  the objective of  the first part of  this study was to 







AVT  establish  itself  as  a  discipline within Translation  Studies,  this  approach  has 









ing of  an  audiovisual  text,  thus  including both  external  factors  (i.e.,  professional, 
historical,  etc.)  and other  “general  translation problems”  (2004b:16)  shared by  all 
types of translation (linguistic, contextual, pragmatic, etc.). However, the main util-









chronisation,  nor  of  (overcoming)  constraints,  but  of  (achieving)  the  satisfactory 
interaction of the different audiovisual codes. As mentioned above, special attention 
is given to the linguistic code due its relevance for the purpose of this study. 
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4.4. The prefabricated orality of the TT
Regarding  the  linguistic code,  the TT features a prefabricated orality  that bears a 
great resemblance to that of the ST. The TT has also been planned to be written and 







5. Comparative analysis of dubbed and real dialogue
Always bearing in mind the above determining factors that prevent dubbed dialogue 
from  being  completely  natural,  it  is  now  time  to  turn  to  the  second  part  of  this 
article –a comparative analysis of  real  and dubbed dialogue.  It  is precisely at  this 
point that the addition of the phrase in a given context to Warren’s (2004:1) definition 
of naturalness (“nativelike selection of expression”) comes into its own. As far as the 
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parameters applied by Briz (1998) to the analysis of colloquial conversation, all the 
scenes analyzed here  feature a  type of discourse  that  is oral, dialogic,  immediate, 
cooperative (with feedback), dynamic and with non-predetermined turn-taking. In 
turn, the register is unplanned, non-transactional (phatic, with interpersonal focus) 








































on  Tannen’s  (1984  and  1992)  and  Beaugrande  and Dressler’s  (1981)  functions  of 
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a  cohesive  and  coherent  interaction. These  strategies  are  in  turn  associated  with 










included here consists of the analysis of the Spanish intensifiers en serio, de verdad 
and de veras, often as translations of the English intensifier really, and the discourse 
markers veamos, vamos a ver and a ver as translations of the recurrent English dis-
course marker let’s see. 




force  and  to Grice’s  cooperation maxims,  especially  quality  and  relevance  of  the 







The Spanish intensifiers analysed here (en serio, de verdad and de veras) are precisely 
the most common translations of really in the TT, where they are used to endorse 
asseverations and to stress the truth of an utterance as well as to assess and persuade. 
This  study  is  thus  an  opportunity  to  find  out whether  the  naturalness  of  the  ST 
intensifiers is maintained in the TT. 
In the parallel corpus used here, en serio, de verdad and de veras occur as trans-
lations of a considerably wide range of ST units. In a few cases, they are translations 
of apparently unrelated units such as uh? (2%) or it’s OK (4%). More common is their 
occurrence  as  translations  of  the  adverbs  seriously/honestly  (10%)  and  of  short 
answers made up by a personal pronoun and an auxiliary verb, such as it is, you do, 
we are, etc. (21%). However, the most common ST unit triggering these TT intensi-
fiers is by far the English adverb really (50%): 























Distribution of en serio, de verdad and de veras in TT, SV and CREA
Friends Siete Vidas  CREA (coll. conversation)
en serio 58.6% 53% 61%
de verdad 15% 47% 39%
de veras 26.4% 0% 0%
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As shown in Table 5, whereas en serio and de verdad are more or less equally distrib-
uted and thus appropriate for both speech and writing, in the case of de veras, the 
balance is clearly tipped in favour of writing. Although grammatically correct (pos-
sible), de veras is unusual, unnatural  in (spontaneous) speech, and so unidiomatic 
when used in the dubbed version of Friends. 
Moreover, a qualitative analysis of de veras in  the TT shows that  it  is used  in 
most cases (71%) as a rhetoric question (to translate really?), much more often than 
en serio (43%) and de verdad (9%). In spontaneous colloquial conversation, however, 












Table 6  shows a considerable difference  in  the oral use of  the  three  intensifiers  in 










unidiomatic in Spain but natural  in Latin America,  is a vestige of  the old español 
neutro used  in  the  60s4. Moreover,  in  order  to  be  understood  by  very  different 
Spanish-speaking audiences, this español neutro was devoid of dialectal features and 
is  thus usually  regarded  as  stilted,  contrived  and  even  too  formal  (Petrella  1998). 
Although more research needs to be done to confirm this, the rise and inconsistency 
























source  text  produced  on  its  own  addressees”  and  convey  the  author’s  intentions. 
Interesting as it is, Chaume’s study focuses on a comparative analysis of ST and TT, 
whereas the objective here is to comparatively analyze not only ST (mainly let’s see) 
and TT (a ver, vamos a ver and veamos) discourse markers, but also the use of the 
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Distribution of a ver, vamos a ver and veamos in TT, SV and CREA
Friends Siete Vidas CREA (coll. conv.)
a ver 37.8% 67.9% 77.7.%
vamos a ver 17.8% 32.1% 22.3%
veamos 44.4% 0% 0%
Table 7 shows the distribution of the three Spanish markers in the dubbed sitcom, 
the original  sitcom (SV) and  the colloquial  section of  the  speech corpus  (CREA). 
Once again, SV seems to mirror CREA, a ver being the most common one, followed 





Occurrences of let’s see and veamos


























 01.Meta 54.1 corr.indd   64 3/24/09   12:18:56 PM
As shown in Table 8, 10 of the 15 occurrences of let’s see in the ST are translated as 
veamos,  which  is  a  literal  translation  and  could  probably  be  considered  as  an 
Anglicism of frequency (Vázquez Ayora 1977:102-140; Lorenzo 1996:91-92): it exists 
in Spanish, but it does not seem to be as frequent as let’s see or as a ver and vamos a 
ver. But what is really interesting here is that the other 10 occurrences of veamos are 






triggered  by  other  ST units?  In  order  to  answer  these  questions,  it  is  essential  to 
consider first the role played by veamos in real speech.
Table 9





Both vamos a ver and, to a greater extent, a ver seem more appropriate for colloquial 
than formal spontaneous conversation. Veamos does not occur in this situation. 
Table 10

















like it is used in the dubbed version of Friends. For this situation, both vamos a ver 
and especially a ver are much more idiomatic. 
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to be written and to eventually be acted as if not written). Stressing the importance 
of the planning and elaboration of the ST in its naturalness and in that of the TT, 
three definitions of fictional dialogue have been put forward: straightjacketed dialogue 
that is intended to sound natural, a “been there, done that” passed off as a “being there, 
doing that”  and a plot­driven object passed off as a plot­driving process.  Likewise, 
unidiomatic  (straightjacketed dialogue that sounds unnatural and predictable) and 
idiomatic fictional dialogue (straightjacketed dialogue that sounds natural and neces­











here,  but  the  increasingly  rich  literature  on  colloquial  conversation  guarantees  a 
promising feature for the study of dubbing language from this perspective. 
The analysis of  these  intensifiers and discourse markers  shows  that  there  is  a 
clear similarity between SV and CREA, whereas this is not always the case with the 
dubbed script. With regard to the intensifiers en serio, de verdad and de veras, mainly 
as  translations of really, both en serio and de verdad have proved  to be natural  in 
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could be replaced by more idiomatic alternatives such as ¿en serio?, ¿de verdad? and 
the very natural and yet often forgotten ¿ah, sí?. 
The (meta)discourse markers a ver, vamos a ver and veamos, mainly as transla-
tions of let’s see, show a similar pattern –similarity between SV and CREA, idiomatic 























11. Final words on the origin of unnatural dubbese:  

















naturalness in the spanish dubbing language    67
 01.Meta 54.1 corr.indd   67 3/24/09   12:18:57 PM











how  the  audience manages  to  suspend disbelief  when  watching  a  dubbed  film. 
Palencia Villa (2002) uses two concepts that are essential to understand this phenom-









acter  speaks  Spanish  in what  seems  to  be  an English-speaking  environment. The 
obstacles posed by the dubbing conventions thus become one more cinematic conven-





conventions,  get  used  to  them  and  avoid  questioning  them  in  order  to  enjoy  the 
viewing. 















dubbed films that may contain unnatural dialogue. The suspension of linguistic dis­
belief can thus be defined as the process that allows the dubbing audience to turn a 
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deaf ear to the possible unnaturalness of the dubbed script while enjoying the cin-
ematic experience.
The key  point  here  for  the  question  tackled  in  this  discussion  is  that,  as TT 
viewers,  dubbing  translators  are  also  very  likely  to  end  up  suspending  linguistic 













let’s see but by other ST units such as OK or well. The suspension of linguistic disbe­
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2.  This  article  is  drawn  from  a  Ph.D.  thesis  undertaken  by  the  author  at Heriot-Watt University 
(Edinburgh).
3.  Given that, as will be described in 4.3., the audiovisual text is regarded here as a semiotic construct 
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